phantoms of the night. The image of the hand circles around us. Fear replaces laughter and smiles are drowned by anxious sighs. We sit in the sun with the memories of long lonely nights floating above us.

Fieldnote diary
The 'story of the hand' conjures a fearful image of ghostly night-time comings and goings in an institution for Indigenous Australian children removed from their families and communities (Stolen Generations). I first heard the story of the hand when travelling with a number of Aboriginal women to the institution where they had spent a good proportion of their childhood. Together with the women, I spent the day visiting significant sites from their childhood memories, ending finally with a visit to the institution itself, now functioning as a bible college (Murphy 2012) . Having spent the day attending reconciliation meetings and visiting sites of importance, we moved around the institution with the women pointing to sites of deep affect and significance; such as a well, a tree under which they would sit and dream about their mothers, and then to the space where their dormitory once stood. In the intensity of this return to this complex place, an institution that was at once home and a site of trauma, the story of hand was told to me. It continues to linger, even haunt my relationship as an anthropologist to a field-site beleaguered with the complexities of trauma and suffering.
In this article, we meet many different kinds of ghosts, those that act as emotional suggestions of loss, who signal and alert us to the eroding presence of the unaddressed trauma of settler colonial violence. We also meet less ominous kinds of ghosts, those whom my research participants referred to as ancestral presences and sometimes, as 'a group of Aboriginal men.' These were welcome ghosts present in order to protect and watch over young Aboriginal children living in an institution for Aboriginal children.
In relaying these ghost stories, it is not my intention to conflate such ghosts and stories of haunting-it is more to underline how ghosts are understood and used both in real and metaphorical terms by my research participants, who identify as members of the Stolen Generations, and finally, to conceptualise what that might mean for the ethnographic writing project. Such encounters with ghost stories have led me as an anthropologist to try to understand the relationship between ghosts and their witnesses, the structures through which such ghosts are experienced and indeed, the impact on those who are asked to bear further witness to them. It has also encouraged reflection on the role of such responses in the decolonising anthropology project.
The presence of sentient beings in the form of ancestors is well noted as a normative aspect of the everyday life experience and world-view of Indigenous communities (Read 2003) . However, for my research participants, many of whom were removed from their Aboriginal families as babies and toddlers, such a way of being in the world is something that many have only come to understand as adults as and when they began the process of reconnecting with their Aboriginal identity and families. Contemporary
Aboriginal communities often straddle two worlds (Ginsburg 2018) , but Stolen Generations, removed from their families and communities, often find themselves caught between two worlds (Read 1999; Cowlishaw 2012) , they are the doubly displaced of Indigenous Australians, and so too, it would appear, are their ghosts. The majority of my research participants who identify as Stolen Generations were removed from their Aboriginal families and communities as babies or toddlers in the 1940s/1950s, most spent their entire childhoods with one another in three particular institutions in New South Wales, others were adopted into white/non-Indigenous families 1 . In the main, my research participant's contact with their Indigenous families and communities was quite minimal until they reached adulthood when they attempted to trace their families and communities. Reconnecting with family and community, however, is an ongoing challenge for many members of the Stolen Generations (Murphy 2011 ) and many never full reconnect with Aboriginal worlds. Much of this is reflected in my research participant's everyday (sometimes uneasy) unpicking of Aboriginal worldviews as adults, including how they themselves experience, view and interpret the ghostly.
Herein, I draw on the lens of Freud's uncanny (1919) to understand the complexities of the ghostly in the context of Stolen Generation's interpretation of their worlds and the impact of these engagements on the ethnographic project. For Freud (1919) , the uncanny, 'unheimlich' is the defamiliarisation of the familiar through the return of something repressed at an individual or collective level. The notion of the 'uncanny' has a particular valence for Stolen Generations who move and have been moved between Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds, and who, in their most ambiguous of political subjectivities, shift between different positionalities in their interpretation of their experiences of the uncanny. Like many kinds of ghost stories, Stolen Generation's ghost stories straddle the lines between reality and unreality, and Indigenous and nonIndigenous positions, in a way that shores up numerous ethico-political dilemmas.
Such encounters with the ghosts and ghost stories of our research participants begets, therefore, the question of how we as anthropologists should confront, negotiate and deal with the 'really real' (Geertz 1973: 112) ghostly encounters of some of our research participants. This article opens with a reflection, in fact a ghost story, from a tattered field-note book crammed with many such stories. This particular ghost story tells of childhood imaginings of ghostly hauntings, and I relay it to highlight the intimate and complex relationship that my research participants have with their personal traumas, the haunting and cyclical character of traumatic experience, and the adversity of loss but also the force of certain continuities. Herein, I also relay other stories about ancestral presences in order to think through the challenge of the ethnographic and writing encounter with other people's ghosts, particularly given that for many of my research participants these ghosts are very real presences in their lives.
As 'merchants of astonishment' (Geertz 1984: 275) , ghost-hunting anthropologists face innumerable challenges in their research and writing. That we can imagine having a relationship with such ghosts, even that they seem to exist as part of a different and more flexible ontology, is what makes their presence and subsequent analysis all the more challenging.
In Nietzche's famous aphorism on the abyss, he warned that 'he who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby becomes a monster. And if thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee' (Nietzsche 1844 (Nietzsche -1900 . What is terrifying about engaging such ghosts is that it is akin to staring into Nietzche's abyss, indeed, such entities seemingly have their own agency and unpredictability in their speaking of and to Stolen Generations and Aboriginal ways of being in the world or the ongoing traumas of the settler-colonial encounter. Stolen Generation's ghosts and their subsequent analysis thus bring uncomfortable truths and public secrets, a folding hall of mirrors; it is this predicament that we must manage in our ethnographies of the uncanny in putative postcolonial settings.
Spectral Contexts: Australia's Stolen Generations
After years of societal silence on the issue of Australian Aboriginal child removal, a commission of inquiry was conducted, resulting in the Australian Human rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) tabling one of the most shocking and painful reports that Australia had ever seen on May 26th, 1997. The Bringing Them Home (1997) report was the result of months of consultations right across the continent of Australia. It established that between the years of 1910 until the late 1970s, between one in three and one in ten Indigenous children, were forcibly removed from their families. The Commission listened to 535 stories of removal, abuse, loss, and continuing pain and trauma, and had access to nearly a thousand more in written form.
Intense debate followed the tabling of the report about the nature of the removals, the policies and historical motivations of those involved in the removals, as well as the language deployed by the report to describe the widespread removal of mixed heritage Aboriginal children (as cultural genocide or ethnocide) (see Haebich 2000; Manne 2001; Moses 2004; Read 1996; .
Coming to the field a number of years after the tabling of the report meant arriving into a context radicalized through activism, campaigning, the discourse of reconciliation, and human rights, and a deep desire for reparation and healing. I My field-site therefore was one where reunions to the sites of former institutions, memorial projects, reparations campaigns, demands for an apology (Murphy 2009) , and attempts to re-unite with culture, language and kin were all modalities of seeking healing and legitimization (Murphy 2017) . The reconciliation process in Australia also created a space where Stolen Generations began to return to the sites of former institutions (Murphy 2011) . I attended a number of these reunions and they were important emotional and ethnographic encounters with both my research participants and the larger politics of the field. Going on these trips and to various events with members of the Stolen Generations provided occasions to listen to many stories about the experience of being removed and institutionalized or adopted. Stories of forcible removal, stories of institutionalization, stories of abuse, of the ineffability of loss (but also many stories of hope, of moving forward) became core and pivotal to my research journey (Murphy 2015) .
Many of these stories, in particular, the very many ghost stories that my research participants shared with me, brought us (in our research encounter) to a very particular kind of threshold space, wherein the boundaries between reality and the unknown (or the phenomenal and the noumenal) were blurred, perhaps the kind of 'intersubjective in-between' of which Michael Jackson (2013: 11) writes. It is in this 'in-betweeness' of the ethnographic encounter that the unwieldiness, even slipperiness of the ghost becomes most apparent, in both its realness to my research participants, and in its potency as an interpretational form for understanding the impact of settler colonial violence. This is what makes any interpretation of the story of the hand so challenging.
The story was told slowly, reluctantly at first. Standing with the women by an empty space with one lady outlining the structure of the dormitory, one of my closest research participants said 'oh tell her the story of the hand'. The lady was quickly silenced. En masse, we continued to the kitchen where the owners of the bible college had prepared food and drink for us. Sitting in the sunshine on a small hill to the back of the institution, I was slowly invited into the circle of women and their stories of haunting began. Such stories persist in my reflections and writings. Indeed, Avery Gordon (2011:1) tells us that ghosts insist on 'something-to-be-done'; in our encounters with them they mobilise us to look at the world of our research participants from very different angles.
In terms of what they evoke, they also encourage a project of ethnographic response as political critique (Biehl and MacKay 2012) .
There is, of course, also a futurity to ghosts; some ask us to pay heed to how the absences and losses of past will unravel the lifeworlds of subsequent generations. This Trigg, understanding the ghost as ghost, means not succumbing to ideological or aesthetic interpretations or usages of the ghost--but rather in a suspension of theory--he argues that we must confront the ghost in its 'thingness,' in order to give it voice.
Trigg's work does not invalidate the use of the ghost in an interpretive or constructivist fashion --but it asks us to recognise the ghost in its experiential fullness--in its 'agential realism' (Barad 1999:7) . An uncanny effect is often and easily produced by effacing the distinction between imagination and reality, such as when something that we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol takes over the full functions and significance of the thing it symbolizes, and so on. (Freud 1919: 15) For Freud, the uncanny or unheimlich derives from the concept unhomely, something which should have remained secret but has somehow been revealed-the familiar made strange in many ways. He explains that the word heimlich means home, intimate, familiar, or indeed, something that is kept at home-secretive and hidden. It is at this 
The Story of the Hand and the Ethnographer's Dilemma
I was stolen from my family, my country -I lost everything, everything stolen from me and now only suffering. I tried to get back home, to meet my family -reconnect-my counsellor called it, but they didn't want to know me. Only ghosts from my childhooda world I can never know. Amy, Stolen Generation.
The women guided me around the former Aboriginal children's institution as we visited together. Every so often, here and there, they beckoned to tell me a story from their childhood. We walked together sometimes in silence, sometimes to the click train of a relative's camera, often in tears, and occasionally in laughter. Fragments of stories were told; here, a punishment took place; there, some other little girl reminded them on a bad day that they did indeed have a family somewhere out there. As we stood together, outside in what was once a play-yard, Emily one of my closest research participants, told me that some-how she just somehow knew (tacitly) 'Aboriginal ways' as a young girl. She told me that she knew what local plants were medicinal, even though she had been removed from her family as a baby. Emily evoked her story in the form of a mystic connection to her Aboriginal identity and culture. She suggested that the spirit ancestors were there to guide her as she struggled with life as a member of the Stolen Generations, but that she only realised this much later as an adult. Emily was one of the women who did not want to repeat the story of the hand, she cried as it was told.
Stories of all kind filled our afternoon at the former institution for Aboriginal girls that day we visited together--some were putrid and harsh, others warm and loving.
Some were memories, some were ghost stories. Some of these ghost stories were told to amuse, some to remember and teach and others to frighten; some were told with precipitous eloquence, others in half muted tones. While such stories informed many of my encounters and understandings of how these members of the Stolen Generations were making sense of the experience of removal, it took some time for me to fully engage with these stories as a form of sense-making about a traumatic past whether as an unwelcome, painful reminder or as value laden tools of resistance and empowerment, as well as a political statement about identity and belonging.
McEwan (2007:28) tells us that ghost stories and hauntings exist in the 'interstices of social forces and lived experience; ghost stories, both oral and written, proliferate at times of social upheaval, where ghosts symbolise the fracturing of time and a disquieting present.' In Australia, the ghost stories I was told by members of the Stolen Generations exist within these interstices. However, such stories present a particular dilemma for the ethnographer attempting to understand their telling, retelling, performance and ultimately, their meaning. While comfortable with my research participant's belief in ghosts, I was, nonetheless, confronted by such stories given their potentially ominous interpretations, and the women's initial reluctance to openly tell the story of the hand. This story stays with me; even years later, I often reflect on what the women were trying to tell me. In creatively drawing me into the disquieting world of ghost stories, the women left me with a sense that their childhood was one enmeshed with the constant threat of loss and abuse. It also posed bigger issues for the ethnographer trying to make sense of the role of ghosts in understanding the women's experiences of trauma and suffering. There is thus a critical ethico-political imperative for the ethnographer in bearing witness to these Stolen Generation's narratives of haunting, which is the need to give these ghosts 'a hospitable memory(...) out of a concern for justice' (Labanyi 2002: 12) . In the context of the Stolen Generations, this concern for justice is anchored in the thematics of resistance, reconciliation (apology, reparation) and reconnection to kin, country and culture. Ghost stories such as the story of the hand thus open critical gaps which are both modes of speaking to as well as calls for action.
The story of the hand also signals something much more distressing for me. But how should it be interpreted-if at all? Instinctively and in the moment, I first bore witness to this story, it immediately conjured an image of the abuse so commonplace in many of the institutions for Aboriginal children. In listening to its first telling, I no longer saw the elderly women I was with, but frightened little girls alone, night after night, subjected to loneliness and fear. Little girls missing their families, unsure of the future, never feeling safe, as little children should. Perhaps, I wondered, if it was the only way that a group of women sitting on a hill behind the institution could (many years later) communicate it to one another and finally, to me. 
Recalling the Ancestral Revenants: The Time is out of joint
Fieldnotes 2004
Stories about Aboriginal Ancestors watching over members of the Stolen Generations were relayed with similar frequency to the story of the hand. While the story of the hand was a particularly sinister one and remained for the most part 'un-interpreted' by the women, this was not always the case in the context of stories about the ancestors.
Both kinds of stories recapitulate tropes of loss and trauma, and point to the complexities of living life in an un-homely home re-producing thereby the uncanny sense of alienation that my research participants feel from both Indigenous and nonIndigenous worlds, an alienation which to do some degree keeps them located in an 'uncanny present.'
Invoking the ancestors assumed many forms in differing locations. On one return car journey from Canberra to Sydney with some of my research participants, we began to discuss these stories of the ancestors. I was told of a photograph that was taken of them when they were young, in which the young girls spied an Aboriginal family sitting in the tree above their heads. When I asked of the photos' whereabouts, I was told that they never acquired possession of it, and I left it at that. Stories about the ancestors were told with gravity and respect, a tone very different to that of the story of the hand.
Indeed, I never doubted in my research participants' firm belief that they had witnessed the watchful presences of their ancestors. Akin to Laura Bear's (2008) Anglo-Indian research participants who also spoke of welcome ghosts, my research participants connected these visitations to their identity, culture and history as Indigenous Australians; as children they understood these presences as watchful, protective elderly men, as adults they began to understand them as ancestors. This is especially poignant given how much loss members of the Stolen Generations have undergone with respect to their culture and traditions. Evoking these spectral ancestries seemed then, at least for this group of Stolen Generations, to be a claim for an embedded genealogy, a repositioning and reclaiming of identity and belonging in Indigenous worlds. You see I think they came here to look after us at night. They guarded over us and watched us. We might have been forced out of our culture-but the ancestors never forgot us. They are always there.
The tales of the ancestors and the story of the hand exist in a neat juxtaposition, but both stories shore up the sense of separation and loss that members of the Stolen Generations feel. The story of the ancestors, however, reconfigures their sense of belonging to a group of people they felt both attached to and apart from. They are in the same moment a reflection of one's identity and what one has indeed lost-thus emphasizing the uncanny experience of a threshold or liminal every-day. Ultimately though, the watchful presences of the ancestors and their recalling signified that in spite of being removed from kith and kin, members of the Stolen Generations still had a right to belong and a place to belong to. These ancestral presences are ghosts which help to reclaim and possibly, even heal.
The Spectre at the Feast: In Defence of the 'Really Real'
Ghosts are everywhere. Ghost is a concept for which there is no referent, no evidence, anywhere, any place, any time in the entire sweep of human experience, yet one that is vital in many cultures and perhaps in every culture since the Upper Paleolithic Age. Apparently, there is a powerful impulse within human imagination that flows inevitably to this unwarranted fiction. (Mark Turner 2004) The ghostly tale of the hand renders the experience of Aboriginal child removal political and ghastly in the same moment. The story of the ancestors brings another kind of presence to my research participant's engagement with the uncanny. In the absence of a critical language to evoke the workings of power, the tale of the hand and the stories of the ancestors and their analytical interpretation requires in Frazer's terms a kind of 'sympathetic magic' that allows us to shift between the world as analyst and the world made through 'hauntings, ghosts and gabs, seething absences, and muted presences' (Gordon 1997: 21) . In short, they encourage us also to consider the ghost as Much scholarly writing on ghosts is conducted by those who 'proceed as though both our readers and our informants must equally subscribe to the logic that things like ghosts and witches do not really exist' ( Nyce et al. 2015: 84) . In so doing, we inflict an epistemic violence on our research participants, absenting and silencing them (and indeed, their ghosts) on a number of levels. Insofar as we as anthropologists try to compose the lives of others through our writing, even given that we and our participants live lives beyond any final telling, we cannot always do justice to their full humanity and range of encounters. Gelder and Jacobs (1998) remind us that ghost stories typically tell of tales of possession, of being possessed or possessing haunted things, but they argue that 'the postcolonial ghost story speaks more directly about (dis)possession through its emphasis on visiting or on passing through' (Gelder and Jacobs 1998: 188) .
This passing through, as the story of the hand and the watchful ancestral presences show us, is one of negotiation and recognition for both my research participants and I, as ethnographer.
Perhaps it is here that understandings of the ghost as real and the ghost as metaphor might meet, a nexus point of symbolism, imagination, and partiality; Mark Turner's (2004) 'unwarranted fiction' from the opening epigraph to this section. The story of the hand and the ancestors demands a more sensory ethnography of the uncanny (Pink 2015) thus becoming part of a burgeoning decolonial anthropology (Allen 2016) . This ultimately could form part of what Julia Emberley (2015) in her work on the testimonial uncanny calls 'a reparative episteme,' which alongside Indigenous testimonial practices would facilitate an incorporation of 'a multiplicity of ways of knowing that advance our critical understanding of the contemporary complexities of decolonization' (Emberley 2015: x) . Moving towards this kind of sensory ethnography of the uncanny means repopulating our writings with our research participants ghosts' in ways that create the potential for them to become the 'alternative figures of thought' that (Biehl and McKay 2012: 1212) posit as necessary to give ethnography and anthropology more power as a form of political critique. Attending to the uncanny in this way, by embracing the fragments, splinters, and the ' precarious yet creative worldmaking' of our research participants can and should make 'politics matter differently' (Biehl and McKay 2012: 1212) 
